Campa Bay Cimes 


FLORIDA'S BEST NEWSPAPER 


T) tampabay.com 


kkk Thursday, April 16, 2020 


In gulf, 
levels 
of oil 
fishy 


USF researchers 
find trace amounts 
in every animal 
they examine. 


BY ZACHARY T. SAMPSON 
Times Staff Writer 

In the decade since the 
Deepwater Horizon oil spill, 
researchers from the Univer- 
sity of South Florida have cir- 
cled the Gulf of Mexico, catch- 
ing fish and cutting them open 
in search of toxic pollution. 

They found that the gulf 
is a “greasy place,” said Steve 
Murawski, a USF fisheries biol- 
ogist. All of the 2,503 fish they 
studied showed traces of oil 
exposure, not to the level of 
being unsafe to eat but enough 
to raise questions about spe- 
cies’ long-term health. 

The scientists looked for evi- 
dence of toxic hydrocarbons 
— compounds found in crude 
oil — and did not connect their 
results to the disaster specifi- 
cally. Oil leaks into the gulf for 
many reasons, from natural 
seeps to river runoff and boat- 
ing discharges. That makes 
it nearly impossible to track 
pollution in fish to a specific 
cause. But some findings sug- 
gest the spill had an effect, 
Murawski said. 

Concentrations of oil pol- 
lution were highest in fish 
around the north central gulf, 
the researchers found, and 
levels there were elevated 
soon after the Deepwater 
Horizon disaster. Murawski 
estimated the discharge of oil 
after the rig sunk was seven 
times greater than the yearly 
leakage from natural seeps — 
in just 87 days — providing a 
possible explanation for the 
higher levels. 

“What we saw was from 
that event and not natural 
chronic exposure,” Murawski 
said. 

The Deepwater Horizon oil 
rig exploded April 20, 2010, 
killing 11 people, and then 
sank 150 miles offshore from 
Louisiana. Oil began gush- 
ing nearly a mile down in the 
gulf. It continued spewing 
for months, until as many as 
210 million gallons had been 
spilled. The disaster devas- 
tated the tourism and fishing 
industries, pillars of the gulf 
economy. Tar, floating in mats 
and balls, washed up in Flor- 
ida, where officials received 
a $3.25 billion settlement for 
the economic and natural 
losses from oil operator BP. 
See SPILL, 7A 


NEW BOSS TO LEAD 
JOBLESS SYSTEM 


The Department of Economic 
Opportunity official who has 
been overseeing Florida's bro- 
ken unemployment system will 
lose that duty but retain his job, 
the governor says. 18A 


REPORT: STUNTS 
BEFORE FATAL CRASH 


Roy Halladay had drugs in his 
system and was doing extreme 
acrobatics with his plane when 
the ex-major-leaguer crashed in 
2017, a National Transportation 
Safety Board report said. 10A 
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Union: Keep schools shut 


Superintendents join the call for the governor not to reopen campuses this school year. 


BY MEGAN REEVES 
AND JEFFREY S. SOLOCHEK 
Times Staff Writers 


With a decision expected soon 
on whether to reopen Florida 
campuses this school year, the 
state teachers union and some 
superintendents have already 
made it clear what they think: 
Don’t do it. 

“As much as our students and 
educators want the opportunity 


to be back at our schools, return- 
ing prematurely will threaten the 
safety and well-being of all on 
campus,’ Florida Education Asso- 
ciation president Fedrick Ingram 
said in a letter this week to Gov. 
Ron DeSantis and Education 
Commissioner Richard Corcoran. 

The letter, sent Tuesday on 
behalf of the union’s 145,000 
members, called on DeSantis to 
“declare the previously unthink- 


able” and keep schools closed 
through the end of the school 
year due to the coronavirus. 

On Wednesday, Miami-Dade 
school superintendent Alberto 
Carvalho echoed that call, saying 
in a tweet that “a physical return 
to schools this year is not only 
unlikely but imprudent.” 

Pasco County superintendent 
Kurt Browning said in an inter- 
view Monday that a return with 


so little time left in the school 
year presents significant logisti- 
cal problems. 

“You have employees out there 
who will say, ‘I don’t want to come 
back because it’s too soon,” he 
said. “I’ve got parents who will 
say, Tm not sending my children 
back? ” 

The growing sentiment for 
keeping campuses closed comes 
less than a week after DeSan- 


tis said he would not rule out 
reopening them next month, if 
conditions are right. 

During a briefing Wednesday 
in Tallahassee, the governor said 
any decision would be based on 
input from local educators and 
parents. The question, he said, 
will be one of several issues exam- 
ined by a new state task force he 
is appointing to look at “the resur- 
See LETTER, 8A 


SCOTT KEELER | Times 


Volunteer Ken Bunch moves donated food into the Florida Dream Center warehouse on Tuesday in Clearwater. 


WHAT LIES AHEAD? 


Nonprofits fear they’ll be unable to meet needs down the road. 


BY CHRISTOPHER O’DONNELL 


Times Staff Writer 


TAMPA 
ven in the best of times, non- 
profits struggle to find the 
money to help Tampa Bay’s 
neediest families. 

How then to keep people afloat in a cri- 
sis that has seen 16 million people across 
the country lose their jobs, the demand 
on local food banks rise by 400 percent 
and an estimated 16 percent of tenants 
already behind on April’s rent? 

That tsunami of need is stretching 


local nonprofits to the breaking point. 
Metropolitan Ministries last week sus- 
pended its financial assistance program 
in the face of “staggering” demand for 
help with rent payments. More than 80 
percent of Tampa Bay nonprofits have 
canceled or cut programs or are planning 
to do so, according to the Nonprofit Lead- 
ership Center of Tampa Bay. 

An outpouring of support has helped 
in the short-term. Feeding Tampa Bay 
scooped up big-name donations from 
the Tampa Bay Rays and Tom Brady and 
Gisele Biindchen. United Way Suncoast 


received $1 million in donations in the 
past month. 

But United Way Suncoast has received 
funding requests totaling $4.5 million 
from partner nonprofits trying to feed, 
house and care for families and provide 
internet access for schoolchildren. 

The concern is that the economic fallout 
from the coronavirus shutdown will out- 
last donors’ enthusiasm, leaving nonprofits 
overwhelmed. Some have applied for emer- 
gency loans through the federal Coronavi- 
rus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security, or 
See NONPROFIT, 18A 


PANDEMIC UPDATES 


Florida, bay area numbers: The state 
said Wednesday it had 22,519 cases, an 
increase of nearly 900 from a day prior. 
Deaths stand at 627, which includes one 


new death in Citrus County. 6A 


Maneuver amid the pandemic: Florida’s 


suits. 3A 


elder-care industry asks Gov. Ron DeSan- 
tis to grant it immunity from negligence 


Can pets get the virus? Scientists are 
investigating after a Malayan tiger ata 
New York zoo contracted COVID-19. 13A 


College-entry exams: The SAT will be 
offered in the fall, including at home if 


needed, the College Board says. 3A 


Armature Works reopens: Some vendors 
at the Tampa food hall will now provide 
takeout and delivery. 4A 


Cases 
deluge 
local 
home 


About 30 people 
are sent to hospitals 
after the facility is 
overwhelmed. 


BY KAVITHA SURANA 
AND MARK PUENTE 
Times Staff Writers 


SEMINOLE — About 30 or 
so patients and staff members 
at a Pinellas County nursing 
home have tested positive for 
the coronavirus, county offi- 
cials said. 

Several patients from Free- 
dom Square Seminole Nurs- 
ing Pavilion were transferred 
to three local hospitals Tuesday 
night, Assistant County Admin- 
istrator Lourdes Benedict told 
the Tampa Bay Times. Other 
residents of the facility at 7800 
Liberty Lane will be tested, offi- 
cials said, and the grounds are 
being cleaned. 

Benedict said there are 28 
confirmed cases of COVID-19, 
the disease caused by corona- 
virus that can lead to severe 
respiratory infections, at 
the Seminole nursing home. 
Florida Politics, a politi- 
cal website, reported that an 
estimated 30 patients and six 
staffers have tested presump- 
tive positive. 

Pinellas County Commis- 
sioner Pat Gerard said she was 
told the facility was reluctant 
to transfer the patients to hos- 
pitals, but did so when they 
became overwhelmed by the 
outbreak. 

Officials on Wednesday did 
not disclose the medical sta- 
tus of any of those patients. 

Michael Mason, executive 
director of Freedom Square 
Seminole Nursing Pavilion, 
could not be reached for com- 
ment. 

See SEMINOLE, 19A 


A case study of two survivors 


A Largo couple at 
higher risk see very 
different symptoms. 


BY CHRISTOPHER SPATA 
Times Staff Writer 

LARGO — It was just over a 
month ago, but it feels like the 
distant past. There were only 
10 reported cases of the coro- 
navirus in Florida. Concern was 
growing, but the world was still 
moving. 

A beloved annual bowling tour- 
nament took Bill Nesmith and 
partner Joan Gee to Puerto Rico. 
Nesmith’s love of the game had 
grown over the nine years since 
he retired as chief of Hillsborough 
County Fire Rescue. 

See SURVIVORS, 8A 


DIRK SHADD | Times 
COVID-19 survivors Bill Nesmith, 71, and girlfriend Joan Gee, 66, 
at home Monday in Largo. He was hospitalized; she was not. 


Hillsborough curfew 
draws legal actions 


Petitions and online 
outrage also meet 
nighttime rule. 


BY ANASTASIA DAWSON, 
DIVYA KUMAR 

AND CHARLIE FRAGO 
Times Staff Writers 


TAMPA — Whether it’s called 
social distancing, a stay at home 
order, or a safer-at-home policy, 
Hillsborough County leaders say 
they’ve had the same intent all 
along. 

If you’re inside Hillsbor- 
ough County lines, and you 
aren’t performing an essential 


duty like working in a nursing 
home or buying groceries for 
your family, you need to stay 
home. 

But the isolation was already 
making people restless. So 
for some, news of a new local 
restriction — a mandatory 9 p.m. 
to 5 a.m. curfew approved Mon- 
day — was a step too far. 

A Tampa attorney vowed to 
file an injunction against the 
county by end of business on 
Wednesday. Another lawsuit 
was filed in federal court by a 
Tampa woman representing 
herself. 

See CURFEW, 5A 


